English prose style and the majestic robes of office, but Browne, with his own laboratory and training in observation, worked in the tradition of Vesalius, Aquapendente, William Harvey, and the founders of the Royal Society. He cleared the way through hundreds of popular errors by applying to them the two great determinators of truth, reason and ocular observation.
Yet superstitions are hard to stop. The Victorian Welsh vicar, the Reverend Francis Kilvert, reports this one in his Diary on 1 February 1871. One morning Mrs Jones discovered that some articles of clothing had disappeared from the hedge where she had laid them to dry, and her suspicions fell on some of the neighbours. Mr Jones made some wet clay into a ball and inside placed a live toad and a piece of paper. The ball was then put into the fire to bake and in the process the toad was expected to scratch the name of the thief on the paper placed beside him. "It is almost incredible," added the Reverend Mr Kilvert. by a fire, the same element that had preserved the Walsinghamurns discovered not two miles from his other home in Burnham, Norfolk. On these his former student had discoursed very eloquently. Much has been written of the student. Here is a garland for the teacher. He had taught the young Thomas Browne the arts of language, and perhaps by negative example for the rest of the physician's life how to stay free of political and theological entanglement. If there is such a thing as academic guilt by association, Browne may have suffered when, for writing Religio Medici, he was called everything from atheist to Quaker to papist. I am sure that Sir Geoffrey Arthur, Master, is justly proud of Pembroke College, but in Browne's day it was a dangerous place.
While his old tutor was being driven out of Norfolk, Browne was single-mindedly composing The Garden of Cyrus. By its length and the amount of detailed research that went into it, it was surely begun well before and finished after Hydriotaphia, Browne tells us that the incinerated urns broke in upon his more serious study: "We were hinted by the occasion, not catched the opportunity to write of old things, or intrude upon the Antiquary. We are coldly drawn unto discourses of Antiquities, who have scarce time before us to comprehend new things, or make out learned Novelties" (p 264).' Of course, Hydriotaphia is superb. What student of literature has not intoned the beginning of its last chapter? "Now since these dead bones have already out-lasted the living ones of Methuselah, and in a yard under ground, and thin walls of clay, out-worn all the strong and specious buildings above it; and quietly rested under the drums and tramplings of three conquests; What Prince can promise such diuturnity unto his Reliques, or might not gladly say, Sic ego componi versus in ossa velim ?" (p 306).1 Of the twin essays, Urn Burial will always be preferred, for it is human to feel more at home on the ground. Many a student starts to read Dante's Divine Comedy but gets no further than the Inferno. He also begins to read Milton's Paradise Lost but stops after the first two books, which are set in hell and much more exciting.
Twenty years ago I proposed that the first essay cannot be read without the second, for the two pieces are purposefully antithetical and correlative. The first is death; the second, life. The first is guess-work, the second, science. The first is accident; the second, its opposite, design. The first is sad; the second filled with garden delights. The first describes pagan customs; the second rests on Christian faith. Browne himself gives us at least two indications of their nexus and the reason for their order. One comes in his preface to Nicholas Bacon: "That we conjoyn these parts of different Subjects.... Your judgement will admit without impute of incongruity; Since the delightfull World comes after death, and Paradise succeeds the Grave" (p 321).' The other is his description at the end of chapter IV of The Garden of the Greek "theta" in solid geometry from Plato's Timaeus (p 378).1 "Theta" is the first letter in thanatos (death) and in theos (God, who is Life). Take two strips of paper, Browne says, and cross them in the middle; then, bending them into two circles, make them intersect at opposite points like the meridian and equator on a geographical globe. In this "theta" made in solid geometry, the vertical circle is an emblem of the soul, eternity, God; the horizontal line of the other circle signifies body, time, mortality. Turning the globe reveals the intersection, the decussation, the cross, death and resurrection.
Beloved and great though Hydriotaphia is, I shall now argue These literary characteristics will be postponed for a moment in order to note that prophecy must have a clear statement, usually near the end, of the "truth" that has been revealed, the various details contributing to its declaration. Also, there is usually an occasion for prophesying, a need for hope out of despair. The Old Testament prophets wrote during the Babylonian captivity. The truth that John saw comes in the last chapter when Jesus says, "And, behold, I come quickly; and my reward is with me, to give to every man according as his work shall be. I am Alpha and Omega, the beginning and the end, the first and the last" (22:12-13). The occasion for John was the Roman persecution (Revelation 6:9; 16:6; 17:6 fond of paintings and statues and kept telling his children to be sure to learn how to "limn." He also delved into the pictorial writing of ancient Egypt, emblems, hieroglyphs, which were supposed to have been available to Moses, a prophet, from the 400 year habitation of that land by the Jews. So a sentence in The Garden can combine typology with a picture like this: ". . . he that considereth the plain crosse upon the head of the Owl in the Laterane Obelisk, or the crosse erected upon a pitcher diffusing streams of water into two basins, with sprinkling branches in them, and all described upon a two-footed Altar, as in the Hieroglyphicks of the brazen measure, number, weight" (11:21) ; hence from the very nature of creation Browne may conclude: "All things began in order, so shall they end, and so shall they begin again; according to the ordainer of order and mystical mathematics of the City of Heaven."
Browne could not know in 1658 that he would live for another 24 years. As though The Garden of Cyrus is actually his final work he joins it, like a snake swallowing its own tail, to his first work, for in the Religio he had written: "I beleeve the world growes neare its end, yet is neither old nor decayed, nor will ever perish upon the ruines of its own principles. As Part of Browne's appeal to us today as a man is that he quietly continued cultivating his family, his profession, and his own interests in an age that resembled our own: violent, threatening, and bewildering. Norwich, where he lived for the last 40 years of his life, was then the second largest city in England, and, though in supporting the Puritans it had been on the winning side of the Civil War, it had felt its effectsslump, unemployment, conscription, and heavy taxes. The Cathedral had been sacked by some of the townsfolk and St Peter Mancroft seriously damaged in "The Great Blow," an explosion occurring when some gunpowder had ignited in a nearby arsenal being looted by the mob. Even when Charles II had been restored to the throne, Rachel Young reminded us in the session devoted to Browne, Norfolk, and Norwich, there had been the Great Plague and subsequent near famine, averted only by a timely glut of herring at Yarmouth.
Thus violence and potential disaster had continually been in the background of Browne's life at Norwich. Nevertheless, he had also found the time to be active as a naturalist, Ted Ellis showed. In an age when Norfolk was still largely a neglected and straggling wilderness he had become the first complete naturalist, interested in everything: badgers, beetles, butterflies, fish, fungi, and seeds, to mention only a few. The first to mention in print the existence of the Norfolk Broads, by keeping a bitterne in his backyard, Browne had typically disposed of the myth that the bird produced its boring sound by putting its bill into hollow reeds, mud, or water.
Continuing this theme of scientific curiosity, Anthony Batty
